Sensory function above lesion level in spinal cord injury patients with and without pain.
Patients with spinal cord injury (SCI) may or may not develop central neuropathic pain despite having cord lesions of apparently the same site, extension and nature. The consequences of the cord lesion in the central nervous system and the mechanisms underlying pain are unclear. In this study, we examined sensory detection and pain thresholds above injury level in 17 SCI patients with central neuropathic pain, in 18 SCI patients without neuropathic pain, and in 20 control subjects without injury and pain. The SCI pain group had significantly higher cold and warm detection thresholds compared with the SCI pain free group and controls and higher tactile detection thresholds compared with the SCI pain free group. No difference in pain or pain tolerance thresholds was seen among pain and pain free SCI patients. These data suggest changes in somatosensory function in dermatomes rostral to the segmental injury level linked to the presence of central neuropathic pain in SCI patients. The results are discussed in relation to current concepts of pain inhibitory and facilitating systems.